World population is now about 5·9 billion people, growing at 1·4% per year. Although already well off the peak growth rate of 20 years ago, many regard this with alarm and despondency; others with indifference or even with favour. Professor Cohen belongs to the concerned camp. In this book he seeks to define the narrowing gap which remains between our present demographic state and our necessarily terminal one.
and certainty -which pop up to moralize the reader throughout the book. Part 2 presents human population history from 8000 BC to the present. Part 3 reviews demographers' predictions of future world population, Part 4 reviews 65 estimates of world population carrying capacity, Part 5 puts these together and considers, on a broad canvas, what should be done. The remaining 130 pages are devoted to an excellent set of technical appendices and comprehensive endnotes, references and an index.
The writing is clear. In an area prone to emotive assertion, it is mercifully devoid of rhetoric, except for judicious quotations, such as that by John Stuart Mill which concludes it. It affects few literary flourishes, except for occasional lapses into folksy confidences, morality tales and 'metaphors'. Much effort is spent explaining 'billions' and 'conditional prediction'. Necessary (and clearly presented) explanation of technical terms, definitions and calculations was incorporated into text when it might have been better segregated into boxes. There, the technical material could have formed a 'parallel book', facilitating reference (especially for students) and making for an easier read.
Thanks to the author's facility with knowledge and his repertoire of Amazing Facts, most of the book goes quickly. The section on carrying capacity estimates, with its cubic kilometres of water and billions of hectares of arable land, and the pedantic autopsy on certain doomed mathematical models of growth, was heavier going. Perhaps the most startling revelation was that the average of late 20th century estimates of world carrying capacity was almost the same as those from the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries. Furthermore, Leeuwenhoeck's 17th century estimate of 13·4 billion, made by extrapolating the dense population of Holland, is quite close to the 12 billion asymptote at which some UN projections forecast the stabilization of world population, derived by extrapolating the behaviour of real people today.
It is the duty of the critic to carp and complain, and some 'facts' in the historical narratives did not always inspire perfect confidence. For example, it is widely believed that resource problems had reversed European population growth by the early 14th century, before the plague; that 'catastrophic' mortality was less and declined earlier in England than in France, not the reverse as stated. Early public action is ignored: the (probable) early success of inoculation against smallpox in the 18th century and the (probable) success of state quarantines against plague in the 16th and 17th century are either ignored or denied. Those who favour population growth, or regard it as irrelevant, will feel their case is understated through the book's assumptions. Cohen's book, however, should reduce the number of such persons, despite his vague conclusions.
The author finds little comfort in population projections, whether based on models or on population accounting, in view of their past failings. But he finds more consolation in the evidence for the inevitability of populations sooner or later undergoing the 'demographic transition' to lower rates of death, birth and growth. These do not answer the central question about capacity. Estimates based on limitation by food, expanding food output to current maximum or theoretical productivity in each climatic zone, generate modest limits, often similar to the projected asymptote. Those based on the ultimate limit of heat loss capacity of the earth (determined by its size) and the maximum conceivable output from photosynthesis (limited by photosynthetic efficiency and insolation) generate monstrous estimates, although only with minimal allowance for space and comfort in a world with room only for humans and their buildings, and achieved through unimaginable levels of investment. The desire of people for space was held as a check on the more astronomical numbers, although the idea was not systematically explored. Thirty years ago Mary Douglas pointed out that simple societies that limited their numbers did so not to survive at mere subsistence, but to enjoy (at a much lower population density than maximally attainable) their equivalent of oysters and champagne.
Water emerges as a potent limiting factor, through its effects on agriculture and in other ways. Fresh water comprises only a small fraction of total water, and perhaps not more than 20% of that apparently available can be captured for use. Already 20 countries are 'water scarce'; water tables are falling at up to 2 metres/year beneath Peking, Mexico City and other conurbations, and beneath much of the US West's agriculture. Other constraints are less serious; Cohen is honest about the failure of the much-vaunted metals and energy scarcity, trumpeted by palaeoenvironmentalists in the 1960s, to materialize. Most commodities, as is well known, have instead become cheaper. Nothing is more frustrating to enthusiastic environmentalists -many, like this reviewer, with biological backgrounds -than to see their convictions on certain limits to growth dismissed by arrogant, scientifically ignorant but correct economists.
Struggling out from under the weight of evidence, one is left with a conviction that limits to what is tolerable or possible in population size are there, and that they are closer not remote, however defined. But we are not in the end given a definite answer. Instead strategies are discussed to deal with population problems; helping people to avoid unwanted births, expanding education and reducing mortality, for their own sake and also because they erode the desire for large families. Equality and efficiency in investment and overseas aid, costing of economic growth and consumption, sustainable reasons for altruism and other worthy but familiar ideas are all recommended.
This vagueness and uncertainty may not matter. The most significant demographic fact of the last decade is that the majority of the world's couples, and the governments of the overwhelming majority of the Third World's population, have agreed with Professor Cohen's underlying sentiments without even reading his book. Couples are already using modern contraceptives and limiting their families. Most Third World governments have decided that their societies and economies will do better without 3% growth and 50% of their people under age 15. They are encouraging family planning programmes which can be shown to work independently of rapid development -even despite its absence -and to reduce population growth, without coercion, in the poorest countries such as Bangladesh and in sub-Saharan Africa. Notions held alike by former US President George Bush and other American politicians and by religious and economic fundamentalists, that a pair of hands comes with every mouth, are being treated with the disdain which they deserve by more and more of the world's poor.
In the context of Europe's past and the Third World's present, the new heresy is to question whether children ever did have any particular material usefulness, and why the demographic transition did not occur much earlier than it did. That brings us back to the cultural dimension, one rather neglected in this book. In an increasingly educated world, and one increasingly aware of what everyone else is doing, more and more people have become ready, willing and able to control their fertility. They have no desire to find out how many people the world can support; from their perspective it has quite enough already. Those who favour the continued expansion of population seem to regard the maximization of human numbers as a goal in itself. Human preferences for comfort, becoming even more refined, are clearly already at work to prevent that, as population growth curves world-wide flatten out. Most of Professor Cohen's limits will never be tested. I hope that he will now turn his talents to the next great demographic conundrum: why should rational individuals have any children at all?
D HIV and Infant Feeding is divided into three separate documents: a review of HIV transmission through breast-feeding; guidelines for decision-makers; and a guide for health care managers and supervisors. The first document contextualizes the issues discussed in the subsequent two documents by highlighting the scale and nature of the problem. In particular, it reviews epidemiological research to show that an estimated three million children under the age of 15 years have been infected with HIV worldwide. The majority of these children live in sub-Saharan Africa, where 25-40% of children infected with HIV die before the age of five. Mother-to-child transmission accounts for more than 90% of HIV infections in children and this occurs during pregnancy, delivery or breast-feeding. In fact, research currently suggests that transmission primarily occurs during pregnancy and delivery, with approximately one-third of HIV-positive infants acquiring their infection from breast milk. The document entitled HIV and Infant Feeding: Guidelines for Decision-makers explores an important question identified in the preceding review: what are the most appropriate policies for governments and international agencies to employ in the light of the relative risks and benefits of breast-feeding and other infant feeding methods? The question is particularly serious for low-income countries and poses considerable problems for everyone concerned. On the one hand, breast-feeding is known to be protective against a number of infectious diseases (including diarrhoeal diseases and pneumonia) which have a high mortality and morbidity rate among infants and children in low-income countries. It also enhances maternal health as it often helps to prevent an early second pregnancy and thereby ensures more appropriate spacing between births. On the other hand, it is clear that one of the best ways to prevent the transmission of HIV from infected mothers to infants in breast milk is to promote the use of formula milks. This is problematic as formula milks are expensive and their preparation requires a certain degree of literacy as well as access to clean water if they are to be appropriately administered. Money, clean water and literacy are, of course, often in scarce supply in low-income countries. Not surprisingly, governments and international agencies have been reluctant to promote their use when they know how easily their abuse can facilitate the spread of diarrhoeal diseases and other serious and often fatal infections. This document acknowledges the complexity of the problem and, among other things, publishes a policy statement developed collaboratively by UNAIDS, WHO and UNICEF in 1997 on HIV and infant feeding. The statement is cast within a human rights perspective and suggests that policies should try to 'promote and protect breast-feeding for the majority of women while offering as much choice as possible to women who are HIV positive'. Unfortunately, several unrealistic suggestions flow from this well-intentioned but naive perspective such as encouraging mothers infected with HIV to express and heat-treat their breast milk.
The document entitled HIV and Infant Feeding: a Guide for Health Care Managers and Supervisors has also been written from a human rights perspective. It provides a very detailed discussion of infant feeding options for mothers infected with the virus, as well as attempting to provide practical steps for implementing services such as HIV counselling and testing. In common with the preceding document, it discusses these issues in a clear and accessible manner.
Together, these three documents provide a useful state-of-the-art summary of the nature and extent of the problem and the steps that can be taken to overcome them. Many of these steps require considerable resources and expertise and it is thus unlikely that policy-makers, middle-level managers and supervisors in low-income countries will find the guidelines particularly useful in their struggle to reduce the rate of transmission. They do, however, provide an idealized picture of the type of services and resources that are required and to which health professionals can work towards.
M This excellent and challenging book takes a critical look at the coming together of anthropology and demography to explore whether such a meeting is possible or desirable. The introductory chapter by the editors, Kertzer and Fricke, sets up the problem very clearly. Anthropology and demography often address similar issues from different perspectives: on the face of it, it would seem both plausible and desirable to envisage a rapprochement between the two. But is such a rapprochement possible when the starting points and fundamental assumptions of anthropology and demography are often so diametrically opposed? Demography is portrayed as being firmly set in a positivist, empiricist tradition which assumes the existence of an objective reality that can be measured and understood in an uncomplicated way, so long as various annoying confounding variables and statistical error can be eliminated. Anthropology, on the other hand, is shown to be profoundly sceptical of such positivist approaches; it is interpretive rather than empiricist, placing importance on local categories, meanings and understandings, rather than attempting to draw out aggregate-level generalities. Kertzer and Fricke assert that the starting points are so far apart that when one discipline tries to borrow from the other, it can result in much misunderstanding and criticism. This argument centres on the use and misuse of 'culture' by demographers, who are depicted as being stuck in a structural-functionalist timewarp. The other authors vary in the degree of optimism and pessimism they bring to the idea of synthesis. Das Gupta (ch.2) and Skinner (ch.3) both present fairly standard examples of how an anthropological approach is necessary for the understanding of demographic behaviour. While interesting, the analyses they give are not particularly novel or challenging, and risk at times falling into the structuralist traps that Kertzer and Fricke warn of.
Most of the other chapters tackle more head-on the ideological differences between the disciplines. For some, the barriers seem almost insurmountable. Scheper-Hughes' presentation of child mortality in Brazil (ch.8) firmly rejects quantitative demography as providing a dangerously misleading analysis of the situation. Others offer more positive ways in which more up-to-date, sophisticated models of culture and agency could be incorporated into demographic approaches to give a 'thicker demography' (Fricke, ch.10). Townsend's challenge to demographers to reinterpret the meaning of fertility and reproduction (ch.4), for example, goes far beyond just incorporating 'culture' as another explanatory variable. Kreagar (ch.6) encourages demographers to focus on identity and identity construction as a way of accessing a more dynamic view of culture. Riley (ch.5) suggests that demographers could usefully borrow understandings of gender theory from anthropology.
However, as someone guilty of carrying out quantitative demographic work, I began to feel increasingly defensive about the barrage of attacks on what seems to be a rather unfair stereotype of a naïve demography. Hill's comment that demography and anthropology are 'hardly on the same level in terms of their disciplinary standings' (ch.9, p.233) is pertinent here. While anthropology is a strongly theoretical discipline, demography is more like a set of methods which, like statistics, can be used well or badly in combination with other methods to understand social processes. While it is probably true that demographers often fall into the trap of using out-dated anthropological theory, the view that demographers all blindly assume the world can be explained purely by clever statistical models is equally out-dated and not entirely fair.
That small criticism aside. I thoroughly recommend this excellent, thoughtprovoking and inspiring book. It has certainly made me rethink a lot of my own work! K H Department of Anthropology, University of Durham
